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   FINDINGS:  The government of Belarus continues to commit serious violations of the freedom
of thought, conscience, and religion or belief, both in law and in practice.  Belarus has a highly
authoritarian government, with most political power concentrated in the hands of President
Aleksandr Lukashenko and his small circle of advisors.  The Lukashenko regime maintains
extensive and intrusive structures to control and restrict religious communities, causing some
human rights groups to compare the current religious freedom situation in Belarus to that under
the former Soviet Union.  In addition, the government has engaged in serious human rights
abuses, including involvement in the disappearances of several key opposition figures, the
imprisonment of political opponents and journalists, and strict controls on the media and civil
society. 

  

   In light of these violations, the Commission maintains Belarus on its Watch List for 2010.  
Belarus has been on USCIRF’s Watch List since 2003. 

  

   The 2002 Belarusian religion law is viewed as the most repressive in Europe, particularly
because of its ban on unregistered religious activity.  Participation in the activities of
unregistered religious groups may result in a maximum two-year term of imprisonment.  The
government maintains an extensive bureaucracy that closely supervises religious life throughout
the country, and continues to harass and fine members of some religious groups, particularly
Protestants and others viewed as “foreign” or as having a political agenda.  In fact, in recent
years there has been an increased use of large court-imposed fines for unregistered religious
activity.  Conscientious objectors to military service have been detained for terms of several
months and fined.  Foreign religious workers continue to face many official obstacles, including
deportation and visa refusals.   Religious communities have been registered under the 2002
law, but some evangelical Protestant congregations and Orthodox communities that do not
accept Moscow Patriarchate jurisdiction continue to be denied. 

  

   PRIORITY RECOMMENDATIONS:  U.S. policy on Belarus should pay more attention to the
issue of freedom of religion or belief.  Its importance in Belarusian public opinion was
demonstrated by a 2008 popular petition urging reform of the religion law and greater religious
freedom.  It was the largest non-party political petition in Belarusian history, signed by 50,000
people.  As part of its effort, the United States should ensure continuation of democracy
promotion activities as envisaged in the Belarus Democracy Reauthorization Act.  The National
Endowment for Democracy’s Belarus civil society programs and the broadcasts of U.S.
government-funded radio broadcasts to Belarus, such as those of Radio Free Europe/Radio
Liberty (RFE/RL), should focus on the right to freedom of religion or belief and the promotion of
religious tolerance.  In addition, the U.S. government should allocate funds to advance internet
freedom and protect Belarusian human rights activists from harassment and arrest by
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developing new technologies and immediately distributing proven and field-tested programs to
counter censorship. Such activists should also be assisted to participate in relevant international
conferences, including those of the Organization for Security and Cooperation in Europe
(OSCE).  Additional recommendations for U.S. policy towards Belarus can be found in 2010
Annual Report chapter on Belarus and by following this link: 
http://www.uscirf.gov/images/ar2010/belarus2010.pdf
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